This study provides new experimental evidence that people learn phonological alternations in a biased way. Adult participants were exposed to alternations between phonetically dissimilar sounds (i.e., those differing in both voicing and manner, such as [p] and [v]). After learning these alternations, participants assumed, without evidence in the input, that more similar sounds (e.g., [b] and [v]) also alternated (Exp. 1). Even when provided with explicit evidence that dissimilar sounds (e.g., [p] and [v]) alternated but similar sounds ([b] and [v]) did not, participants tended to make errors in assuming that the similar sounds also alternated (Exp. 2). By comparison, a control group of participants found it easier to learn the opposite pattern, where similar sounds alternated but dissimilar sounds did not. The results are taken as evidence that learners have a soft bias, considering alternations between perceptually similar sounds to be more likely.
Introduction
A phonological alternation occurs when a form is pronounced differently depending on its phonological context. In American English, for instance, the verb root pat is pronounced with a final [t] in the word pats [paets] but with a tap sound [|] in the word patting [pae|IN] . Native speakers of English know that the words pats and patting are related to the same verb root pat even though the root itself is pronounced differently in the two words. More generally, adult speakers tacitly know the distribution of phonological variants in their language and they are able to map multiple surface variants to the same representation at an abstract level (Lahiri & Marslen-Wilson, 1991) . Learning the alternations of one's language must therefore be part of the language acquisition process, but there have been few studies directly looking at how they are learned.
Part of the process of acquiring such phonological mappings likely involves tracking statistical properties of the linguistic input. Distributional learning is undeniably a powerful tool available to the language learner. Research has indicated that it plays a role in several aspects of early phonological acquisition, including discrimination of speech sounds (Anderson, Morgan, & White, 2003; Maye, Werker, & Gerken, 2002) , phonotactic learning (Chambers, Onishi, & Fisher, 2003) , and word segmentation (Saffran, Aslin, & Newport, 1996) . Indeed, 12-month-old infants can learn novel alternations in an artificial language based solely on distributional information (White, Peperkamp, Kirk, & Morgan, 2008) .
A plausible starting point for learning alternations is by looking for complementary distributions among speech sounds, that is, by looking for cases where two speech sounds never occur in the same phonological environment (e.g., Peperkamp, Le Calvez, Nadal, & Dupoux, 2006 
